In seeking an anaesthetic agent without the' 'disagreeable smell, tendency to irritation of the bronchi, and need for a large quantity", James Young Simpson, later Sir James, introduced chloroform in November 1847, and it rapidly superseded ether as the agent of choice. Simpson's recommended method of administration was as follows: "No special kind of inhaler or instrument is necessary for its exhibition. A little of the liquid diffused upon the interior of a hollow-shaped sponge, or a pocket-handkerchief, or a piece of linen or paper, and held over the mouth and nostrils, so as to be fully inhaled, generally suffices in about a minute or two to produce the desired effect:'
It was not long before Hannah Greener's death due to chloroform occurred in January 1848, followed by many others. The choices were to return to ether, to find another suitable anaesthetic agent, or to persevere with chloroform. Most practitioners chose the latter, with the exception of North America and a few centres in Europe where they reverted to ether.
Although Simpson's method was simple, there were many including John Snow who felt that greater safety could be achieved by the use of an inhaler, and so a great variety of devices of varying complexity were introduced. In 1860 Simpson wrote "I have administered chloroform in a manner somewhat different from that in which it was formerly used; while in following up the new method one single layer of towel or handkerchief is laid over the patient's nose and mouth, care being taken not to cover the eyes, and on this single fold the chloroform is poured drop by drop until complete anaesthesia is induced. There is little or none of the drug lost by evaporation when it is administered in this manner, for the patient inhales it at the moment when it is poured on the cloth and inhales it mixed with a sufficient quantity of air, which is easily inspired through a single layer of an ordinary napkin .. ;'
In 1862, Thomas Skinner, who was Obstetric Physician to the Dispensaries, Liverpool, published his account of a new Anaesthesia and Intensive Care, Vol. 23, No. I, February, 1995 device, the first of the "wire masks". It consisted of a wire frame with handle which was covered with a wool and cotton domette cover. A single wire formed an arc across the long access of the oval over wire rim, thus raising the flannel cover into a dome. The handle is movable so that the whole device can be folded flat and carried in a pocket, case or hat, as Skinner commonly did. An example of an original Skinner's mask is seen on the left of the cover photo. Skinner described it as somewhat resembling a fencing mask and it was designed to cover only the lower half of the face.
In the light of recent resports of transmission of infection through anaesthesia circuits, it is interesting to reflect on Skinner's comments in 1873:
"If there be one evil more crying, more disgusting than another, in the practice of inducing anaesthesia, it is the use of inhalers. So long as we are experimenting on the lower animals, there can be no reasonable objection to their use; but when we come to administer chloroform, ether or any such agent to ourselves, I for one throw out a decided protest against being required to inhale through any instrument which has been used for a similar purpose, by another man, woman or child. There is not one inhaler, my own excepted, where every patient is is not made to breathe through the same mouthpiece, tube, and chamber ... Sweet seventeen is made to follow a bearded devotee to bacchus, saturated with the smoke of cigars and the exhalations of cognac; or another whose nasal and pulmonary mucous membrane, leave alone the cutaneous surroundings of the mouth and nares, may be exhalent of all odours but those of purity and innocence, and when looked into, may be found sensible to sight as well as smell. I repeat, the same mouthpiece and apparatus are applied indiscriminately to all, without anything being interposed ... Speak of refinement! We turn up our noses if we have not a clean table-napkin every day, if our knife, fork, spoon and plate be not cleaned or changed after every dish, or course at dinner; ... but when we come to inhalation ... after 25 years experience ... we have remained the merest barbarians, everyone breathing after his neighbour, and through the same instrument. ... My own apparatus is simple, and being supplied with two or more flannel covers, there is no excuse for using it to two persons in succession without a perfectly clean inhaler each time:' Skinner's mask was the forerunner of many masks to come. He also devised the first of the simple chloroform drop bottles. Skinner died in 1906, however his masks continued to appear in catalogues as late as 1925, the example on the right of the cover photo being a more modern example of Skinner's mask without the domette cover.
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